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Abstract 
The general aim of this study is to investigate the factors that generate fear in children’s life. The applied methodology in this 
survey is qualitative. 8 students aged 10-12 years were purposefully selected, interviewed and asked to draw pictures of fear-
generating cases. The fears observed in the children can be categorized into several classes. Some fears are more common in 
specific periods of development; therefore, children more or less have identical fears and can illustrate their fears in drawings, 
even in the colours they choose for them. In essence, fears are acquired. Environmental factors, previous painful experiences and 
observation of a relative have a significant effect in forming individuals’ fears. More deeply psychoanalytical research is 
recommended 
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1. Introduction 
     feeling of peace and security is one of the most basic human needs, especially for children. Many professionals 
have talked about the prominence of this issue. Amongst them, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs locates the need for 
security after that of physiological needs, believing that it is by meeting this more basic need that higher level needs 
are addressed( Block, 2011). Erikson considers security to be the most important cornerstone of human character. In 
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his estimation, this feeling is the most fundamental condition for a child’s growth, psychological health and 
innocence ( Mansour, Dadsetan, 2011). 
 Fear is one of the factors leading to the feeling of insecurity and thus impeding a child’s development. Today 
children’s lives are interwoven with fear. It plays a significant role in studies of psychology, pathophysiology, child 
development, and individual and social behavior. Parenting styles and the parent-child bond are associated with 
anxiety in children. Despite this association, little is known about the mechanism through which parenting has its 
effect . One possibility is that parenting interacts with other known pathways to fear.(Field, ,Ball, Kawycz, and 
Moore, 2007, p.473) 
     King, Hamilton and Ollendick (as cited in Behavior Research and Therapy, 2002, p.185) stated that childhood 
fears are almost universal, although the nature of such fears vary with the child’s development and increase with 
age. 
     Miller, Barret and Hampe (as cited in Clinical Psychology Review,2002, p.430) stated that it can therefore be 
claimed that fears build survival and adaptation by constructing responses pointing to self-preservation for a 
situation which is neither fully recognized nor controllable. Although many childhood fears are mild, transient and 
restricted to age, not to mention that they have the value of being compatible with the child’s development, they 
might intensify and become permanent over time, so resulting in the child’s confusion and consequently having a 
destructive impacts on the child’s physical-psychological life. 
     Certain scales have been suggested to assess stressful factors in a child’s life. In regard to one of these scales, 
some of the most stressful events in a child’s life as comprising the following: losing parents; receiving poor reports 
of schoolwork; being sent to the school principal; becoming lost; being mocked in the classroom, visiting a dentist, 
amongst others.( Nariman, 2006) 
     Fearful children have a poor self-image. Being that the origin of the controlling object is external to them, they 
feel less good about themselves and their ability to control events around them. Moreover, these children may be 
susceptible to other disorders, such as depression, being that they often have a feeling of helplessness in the face of 
the events that cause them fear (Ollendick, 1983). 
     Fear, as an unfavorable source of excitation, leads to feelings of insecurity in a child’s life. It is an impeding 
factor in creativity development, education and school performance. It can end up stimulating behavior that prevents 
the child or teenager from following the activities and interests that fit their age(Schultz, 1990). 
     When a child’s physical and psychological life is affected by his surroundings, unpleasant events and motivating 
factors, it is essential to control and minimize these destructive factors through better understanding these harmful 
factors in their lives. In this way, we may be able to help intervene in children’s psychological health and prevent 
the incidence of disorders during their adulthood.  
     Although fear, at a logical level, appears useful and necessary for human life, freeing the individual from real 
danger, it is also claimed to be a reaction against stressful and threatening factors in children’s psychological-social 
life, those which have a harmful impact on their body and mind. (Jones, 1924). 
     Children’s psychological health is an outstanding subject for psychological research. In a community where 
children have fewer psychological-behavioral problems, they enjoy better social compatibility, entailing that their 
talents increasingly bloom. Consequently, the country where they live can enjoy greater economic, social and 
cultural development. In our country there have been very few studies concerning children and fear, while this 
significant issue has generally received inadequate attention. Consequently, we decided that a means of reaching a 
superior understanding of fear and fear-generating factors in children’s lives was to conduct semi-structured 
interviews as the first step towards prevent, curing and minimizing their destructive impact, therefore fostering a 
healthier, more stress-free environment for our children 
 
2. Research Results 
  
     After studying the results obtained from interviewing people and investigating the paintings associated with their 
fears, the fears observed in children can be classified in terms of the following categories: 
 
x Fear of imaginary and mythical creatures: 5 people 
x Fear of animals: 5 people 
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x Fear of pointed and dangerous objects like knives, swords, choppers and injections: 2 people 
x School phobia: 2 people 
x Fear of natural disasters, such as volcanic eruptions, war etc.: 2 people 
x Fear of loud noises: 1 person 
x Fear of heights (acrophobia):1 person 
x Fear of death and inexistence: 1 person 
     The manifestation of these fears in children’s paintings is of significant interest and demands more 
psychoanalytical research. For instance, 10year-old Neda manifested fears of loneliness, death and inexistence 
by drawing a skeleton, a tomb and some ghosts in black and white, see fig. 1. Eleven year-old Saina manifested 
a fear of war in the form of an illustration of some soldiers wearing black clothes having killed some children 
soaking in blood , see fig. 2. 
     The fear of war has its origins in receiving news and pictures of war, while identification with war-stricken 
children undoubtedly puts a great deal of psychological pressure on an individual. Children watching such news 
have started to perceive the world’s realities and consequently need to make sure that the world is a safe place 
in which to live. They also have an enormous fear of death and losing their parents and security, which can be 
really harmful and have a destructive, long-term impact on their psychological health.  
     The fear of school, which is a typical childhood fear, is often illustrated in terms of a bad-tempered, 
frowning teacher or a school with a giant nearby , see fig. 3 and 4 (Tyrrell , 2005). School Phobia). Ten-year-
old Shaqayeq demonstrated a fear of heights by creating a picture of a balloon flying in high altitude in the 
mountains , see fig. 5. Generally, fear of imaginary and mythical creatures, one of the usual fears in children, is 
illustrated through ambiguous images which are often in black, grey and white and where none of the drawings 
have an identifiable face  , see fig. 6.  Moreover, fear of animals and pointed articles, which has its root in past 
painful experiences, is manifested by drawing the animals or objects in question . 
     As is obvious in our survey results, the fear of imaginary or mythical creatures and the fear of animals 




                             Fig. 1. (Fear of death and inexistence)                                                                   Fig. 2 (Fear of war) 
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                                     Fig. 5 ( Fear of heights)                                                               Fig. 6 (fear of imaginary and mythical creatures) 
 
3. Discussion and conclusion 
The current study was carried out with the aim of studying children’s fear, based on interviews with 8 female 
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students aged between 10-12 years in Zanjan County. 
     After studying the results of our interviews with the individuals and investigating the paintings associated 
with their fears, the fears observed in these children can be classified as follows: 
 
x Fear of death and inexistence 
x Fear of imaginary and mythical creatures 
x Fear of animals 
x Fear of pointed and dangerous objects, such as knives, swords, choppers and injection 
x School phobia  
x Fear of natural disasters such as volcanic eruption, war etc. 
x Fear of loud noises 
x Fear of heights (acrophobia) 
     It has been observed that teenager’s fears are not so different from what is experienced in childhood. Fear of 
school and fear of bodily unfitness are perhaps the most common fears introduced into this period. Generally 
speaking, the closer we get to the teenage period, the more intense and established the fear of school would be 
(Dadsetan, 1992). 
     Based on unpublished statistics in the ‘School Nursing’ journal, more than 5% of primary and secondary school 
students suffer from school phobia, which is manifested in the form of stomach pains, headaches and also tiredness 
(Maureen Tyrrell, 2005). 
     Evans et al.1997, Graziano et al., 1979, Gullone,2000 (as cited in Essentials of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry,2006,p.457) stated that some of these fears are more frequent in specific periods of development. It 
would appear that the fears reported in children decrease with age. The relation between age and fear may not be 
linear because this relation has been observed to become a sharp curve around the age of 11 . Generally, the degree 
of fear experienced by a child decreases with age. However, it would appear that there is a clear rise in the 
frequency of fear experienced around the age of 9-11 years. 
     Furthermore, as is obvious through interview results and also through the research of John Broadus Watson, an 
American psychologist and founder of the behavioural psychology school, fears are basically acquired. Therefore, 
environmental factors, such as parents’ interpretations of certain events to children, other informing sources like 
television, or the failure of people to convey information adequately according to children’s age and understanding, 
may produce irrational fears in children. ( Watson, 1924), Behaviourism) 
     Moreover, previous painful experiences have a significant effect in forming fears in individuals. In the case of 
imitative fears, children can learn numerous forms of behaviour without experiencing them directly. For example, 
looking at a relative, especially parents who are more reliable role models for children , would be enough for them 
to learn something from imitation.( Versloot Veerkamp, Hoogstraten Martens,.2004) 
     Hence Lazarus et al. have established that emotional reactions in reference to a certain event, such as a horror 
movie, differ depending on the individual’s level of information. (Lang, 1977) Therefore, the effect of a parents’ 
explanation following an important event helps the child prepare himself for future encounters with such an event. 
     In another research project, avoiding coping, a negative attributional style and negative life events were identified 
to be the causes of fear in 99 students who were correlated with their mothers’ level of education (Thomas 
Ollendick, Audra Langley, Russell Jones & Christina Kephart, 2001). 
     In addition, according to psychoanalytical theory, applying suppression and projection leads to the omission of 
anxiety-arousing conflicts which helps an individual gain self-awareness i.e. the mind becoming aware that this 
anxiety is ascribed to an object in its surrounding causing the individual to avoid the object permanently. In some 
phobias the child replaces the fear for an animal with the fear for his father because avoiding animals is much easier 
for him. Hence the fear of animals in some children can be due to the fact that they have suppressed the fear of one 
of their relatives, so applying projection and unconsciously ascribing these fear to another animal in an attempt to 
establish peace in their lives.( McLeod,. 2009) 
     Nonetheless, Watson and Rayner in  1920 (as cited in behaviour therapy,1977)stated that  fear may be learned by 
classical conditioning as a plausible or logical explanation for many phobic reactions. However, it cannot be 
concluded that all phobias are learned in this way. 
     Consequently, no theory can currently justify fear and anxiety acquisition fully, or indeed other reactions to 
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stress-generating factors. It should be accepted that anxiety and fear are acquired in many ways and each theory can 
only justify a part of this acquisition. Although initial expressions related to fear acquisition have mostly a 
behavioural aspect, recently cognitive theories have received more attention. Various justifications of different 
theories regarding fear and anxiety and other reactions to stress-generating factors have been useful, being that each 
of them has led to its own specific method of treatment and they have been effective in determining both prevention 
and cures. 
     In addition, it has been revealed that children are able to draw their fears, entailing that they have an 
understanding of what scares them. Moreover, children can choose colours to represent their fears. At the end of our 
interviews, we asked about the colour of the children’s fears. Considering their responses and the dominant colour 
used in their paintings, we have come to some findings in reference to the colour of their fear; namely, that the way 
in which most children see their fears is in black and white and it is these two colours that are used in their paintings. 
In addition, in cases such as the fear of volcanic eruptions, pointed objects and war, red was also mentioned, 
suggesting that it can become a symbol of blood or magma. Violet and brown were also used by children. 
4. Recommendations 
x Studying fear-generating factors in children internationally and comparing different countries or regions. 
x Investigating children’s paintings more deeply, interpreting them and presenting a more psychoanalytical 
interpretation. 
x We would recommend that subsequent surveys study the variables which were not analyzed in this study, 
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